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THE  CHURCH  OF  YOUR  CHOICE 

,!We  piped  to  you  and  you  did  not  dance; 
we  wailed^   and  you  did  not  mourn.  !t 

Matthew  11:17 


Attend  the  church  of  your  choice!   That  statement 
is  about  as  American  as  you  can  get ,   One  can  find  it 
on  the  Satruday  church  page  in  hundreds  of  newspapers 
around  the  country.   Every  so  often  the  Advertising- 
Television  Complex  attempts  to  help  God  improve  His 
ratings .   This  usually  results  in  a  series  of  thirty- 
second  spots  all  ending  with  the  same  appeal,  "Attend 
the  church  of  your  choice." 


There  is  much  to  commend  this  exhortation.   It 
implies  that  a  number  of  religious  options  lie  open  to 
the  American  people.   I  heard  awhile  ago  of  an  ice 
cream  stand  whose  policy  was  spelled  out  in  four  words : 
"One  flavor,  no  decisions!" 

Unfortunately,  in  the  realm  of  religion  in  this 
country  there  are  many  flavors  and  one  must  go  through 
the  agony  of  decision.   Last  time  I  counted,  more  than 
three-hundred  sects  and  insects  had  set  up  shop  in 
America.   However  difficult  it  may  be  at  times  to  house 
such  diversity  under  one  national  roof,  the  alternative 
is  positively  frightening.   We  want  no  part  of  an  Es- 
tablished religion  in  America. 

Our  Founding  Fathers  had  good  memories.  They  were 
aware  of  the  havoc  that  had  been  wrought  in  the  mother 
country  where  one  religion  had  received  "most  favored" 
status.   It  is  thus  no  accident  that  the  First  Amend- 
ment to  the  Constitution  reads:  "Congress  shall  make 
no  law  respecting  an  establishment  of  religion,  or  pro- 
hibiting the  free  exercise  thereof;  or  abridging  the 
freedom  of  speech,  or  of  the  press;  or  the  right  of 
people  peaceably  to  assemble,  and  to  petition  the  gov- 
ernment for  a  redress  of  grievances." 


Attend  the  church  of  your  choice.   That  statement 
testifies  to  our  religious  pluralism.   It  is  the  epit- 
ome of  toleration.   It  is  a  major  ingredient  in  this 
noble  experiment  that  we  call  democracy. 

Moreover,  this  exhoration  carries  the  truth  that 
religious  loyalty  cannot  be  coerced.   A  certain  choos- 
ing and  wanting  is  involved.   One  cannot  compel  re- 
ligious compliance  or  devotion.   People  cannot  be  made 
to  believe.   "A  man  convinced  against  his  will  is  of 
the  same  opinion  still."  A  church  is  a  voluntary  as- 
sociation —  no  one  has  to  come,  no  one  has  to  stay. 
People  are  not  driven  to  God,  they  are  drawn.   The 
church  of  your  choice. 


But  it's  time  I  came  to  the  point.   The  term, 
"the  church  of  your  choice"  worries  me  theologically. 
And,  since  misery  likes  company,  I  want  it  to  worry 
you  too! 

The  expression  worries  me  because  it  suggests 
that  the  "consumer"  of  religion  operates  within  a  buy- 
er's market.   That  God  is  on  the  defensive.   That  truth 
must  meet  us  on  our  terms.   That  the  religious  shopper 
is  always  right. 

In  this  framework,  the  religious  quest  is  not 
much  different  from  the  quest  for  a  new  hat  or  a  pair 
of  shoes.   Buy  the  hat  of  your  choice,  attend  the 
church  of  your  choice  --  just  like  that!   I'm  all  for 
consumer's  rights  in  the  busy  world  of  buy  and  sell 
but  I  shudder  at  the  implication  that  God,  our  Creator 
and  Redeemer,  should  be  judged  to  be  at  the  mercy  of 
our  poor  notions  and  desires.   It  is  more  important 
that  we  please  God  than  that  God  please  us! 


Jesus  told  a  parable  that  bears  uncomfortably  on 
the  subject.   Some  have  called  it  The  Parable  of  the 
Playing  Children  and  others  The  Parable  of  the  Peevish 
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Children.  The  story  is  presented  in  its  original  form 
in  Matthew  and  edited  somewhat  in  Luke's  Gospel.  Jesus 
said,  "This  generation  is  like  children  sitting  in  the 
market  place  and  calling  to  their  playmates,  'we  piped 
to  you  and  you  did  not  dance;  we  wailed  and  you  did  not 
mourn . ' " 

It  is  generally  conceded  that  Jesus  is  not  here 
characterizing  all  of  his  hearers.   The  common  people 
heard  him  gladly.   He  probably  had  in  mind  a  peculiar 
few  -<-*  the  religious  elite  —  the  Scribes  and  the 
Pharisees  in  particular. 

Jesus  exposed  their  basic  insincerity  by  likening 
them  to  children  playing  in  the  market  place.   The 
linking  of  market  place  and  games  is  in  itself  sugges- 
tive.  Games  are  really  not  for  the  market  place.   I 
can't  conceive  of  a  game  of  stickball  being  played  on 
Wall  Street  on  a  weekday,  can  you?   Or  a  fast  game  of 
Ring-around-the-rosy  being  played  in  Herald  Square.  At 
the  very  least  such  activity  would  be  inappropriate . 
(Though  I  confess  that  I  could  see  a  certain  rightness 
in  a  game  of  Hide  and  Go  Seek  outside  the  offices  of 
Internal  Revenue ,  or  a  game  of  Monopoly  being  played 
on  the  steps  of  I.T.ST.)   But  essentially,  games  are 
not  for  the  market  place  and  the  market  place  is  not 
for  games ! 

And  that's  what  Jesus  is  getting  at.   He  is  ac- 
cusing the  Pharisees  and  Scribes  of  acting  in  bad  faith 
by  making  a  trivial  response  to  a  critical  dimension 
of  life.   This  explains  why  some  of  his  severest  denun- 
ciations were  leveled  at  these  people.   He  speaks,  al- 
most intemperately,  of  the  Pharisees  as  "blind  leaders 
of  the  blind."   In  another  reference  he  refers  to  them 
as  whitened  sepulchers,  respectable  on  the  outside  but 
inwardly  filled  with  dead  men's  bones. 

These  religious  professionals  had  turned  the  God 
question  into  a  system  of  petty  rules  and  regulations. 
In  so  doing  they  had  lost  the  very  ear  for  truth.   By 
exalting  rules-righteousness  into  a  closed  system  they 
were  able  to  keep  two  of  the  mightiest  men  in  religious 
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history  from  getting  through. 

Both  were  dismissed  with  the  wave  of  an  epithet. 
John  came  neither  eating  nor  drinking  and  they  said, 
"he  has  a  demon."  (Mat.  11:18)  "The  Son  of  man  came 
eating  and  drinking ,"  that  is,  doing  what  John  had  not 
done,  and  they  said,  "behold  a  glutton  and  drunkard 
a  friend  of  tax  collectors  and  sinners!"  (Mat.  11:19) 

George  Butterick  wisely  points  out  that  "catch- 
words deliver  the  unthinking  into  the  hands  of  the  un- 
scrupulous." 1   Imagine  the  mighty  witness  of  John  the 
Baptist  being  written  off  with  one  word,  "Mad!"   And 
the  ministry  of  Jesus  being  written  off  with  a  few  ex- 
aggerated references  to  his  being  a  winebibber  and  a 
glutton. 

John  didn't  please  these  men.   Someone  has  liken- 
ed the  Baptist  to  "momma's  boy."   He  was  totally  ab- 
stenious.   He  was  not  sullied  at  all  by  city  life,  a 
man  of  the  wilderness  by  choice.   He  was  very,  very 
hard  on  himself  and  very,  very  hard  on  others.   He  was 
a  "no  nonsense"  kind  of  preacher.   He  was  austere. 
He  played  funeral  and  they  wouldn ' t  cry.  • 

Jesus  didn't  please  them  either.   He  played  wed- 
ding and  they  wouldn ' t  dance.   Jesus  ate  and  drank. 
This  does  not  mean  that  he  went  to  an  endless  round  of 
parties,  rather  that  he  was  a  non-observing  Jew.   He 
did  not  fast  according  to  the  Jewish  calendar.  Care 
must  be  taken  not  to  infer  that  Jesus  was  a  libertine. 
As  one  text  puts  it,  "Friend  of  publicans  and  sinners 
was  true  enough.   But  the  quality  of  the  friendship 
was  determined  by  Jesus  and  not  by  the  publicans  and 
sinners.   It  raised  them  without  lowering  him."  2 

Here  were  two  diametrically  opposite  people.  John 
put  truth  down  heavily,  while  Jesus  came  with  warmth 
and  geniality.   But  the  Scribes  liked  neither.   They 
didn't  like  it  hard,  they  didn't  like  it  soft.   They 
didn't  like  it  hot,  they  didn't  like  it  cold.  The  truth 
is  that  they  didn' t  like  it  at  all.   Nothing  will 
please  those  who  have  no  intention  to  be  satisfied. 
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Those  who  are  determined  to  reject  the  gospel  will  find 
reason  for  rejecting  every  bearer  of  God's  message  and 
every  representation  of  it.   On  the  other  hand,  those 
who  belong  to  God  will  recognize  His  truth  under  vari- 
ous forms  and  respond  to  it  gladly.   "We  piped  to  you 
and  you  did  not  dance;  we  wailed  and  you  did  not  mourn." 


Is  there  something  here  for  us?   I  believe  there 
is.   Three  days  from  now  we  will  begin  another  Lenten 
experience.   The  critical  question  to  be  asked  as  we 
face  into  those  forty  days  is  this :   Are  we  in  good 
faith  seeking  the  truth  about  ourselves,  our  country 
and  our  world?   Good  faith  or  games  -  that's  where 
it's  at. 

Are  we  as  open  as  we  claim  or  are  we  playing 
games  with  truth  —  pitting  church  against  church, 
minister  against  minister,  litany  against  litany, 
structure  against  structure?  And  all  of  this  while 
God  stands  knocking  at  the  door  seeking  entrance  to 
our  hearts. 

If  we  are  serious  about  our  quest  for  truth  we 
must  get  beyond  the  personality  of  the  minister.   The 
Scribes  and  the  Pharisees  didn't  particularly  like  John 
or  Jesus.   My  question  is,  so  what?   The  kingdom  was 
at  hand  and  the  truth  was  nigh. 

Protestantism  especially  is  caught  up  in  an  end- 
less assessment  of  the  personalities  of  those  who  pur- 
port to  speak  God's  word.   I  have  long  appreciated  the 
Roman  Catholic  emphasis  on  the  territorial  parish  —  a 
concept  which  I  understand  is  presently  undergoing 
change.   It  used  to  be  the  case  that  if  you  were  a 
Roman  Catholic  and  moved  to  a  certain  area,  your  church 
was  the  parish  church  in  that  place .   There  was  no 
point  in  entering  into  a  long  discussion  of  how  you 
felt  about  the  priests  who  were  serving  that  church. 
That  was  your  church!   The  task  was  to  get  on  with  the 
business  of  hearing  the  word  of  God  and  doing  it. 


Not  so  with  us.   Recently,  I  talked  to  a  young 
minister  from  Tennessee  who  is  highly  skilled  in  work- 
ing with  teenagers.   The  cult  of  personality  is  so  se- 
vere in  his  community  he  said  that  "when  you  plan  some- 
thing major  for  young  people  and  do  not  have  a  beauty 
queen  or  a  movie  star  or  an  athlete  or  a  celebrity  on 
the  program,  forget  it!"   This  is  playing  games  with 
truth. 

Certain  well  known  figures  in  Protestantism  go  on 
television  now  and  then  to  provide  the  public  with  a 
religious  extravaganza.   This  is  something  new  in  Amer- 
ican religion,  the  Gospel  as  entertainment! 

Ministers  are  just  like  lawyers  and  teachers,  they 
like  to  be  liked.   But  whether  they  are  or  not  is  hard- 
ly of  critical  importance.   Comparing  God's  spokesmen 
with  each  other  is  a  diversionary  game. 

To  operate  in  good  faith  we  must  get  beyond  a  pre- 
occupation with  religious  aesthetics.   Shortly  after 
the  visit  of  James  Foreman  to  this  church,  I  remember 
talking  to  a  distinguished  New  Yorker  on  behalf  of  rep- 
arations.  In  a  matter  of  minutes  the  subject  had  been 
neatly  changed.   Before  I  knew  it  we  were  discussing 
statuary  in  churches,   the  relative  merits  and  demerits 
of  Gothic  architecture,  and  the  importance  of  stained 
glass.   There  is  a  difference  between  the  beauty  of 
holiness  and  the  holiness  of  beauty!   And  the  key  ques- 
tion is  not  what  architecture  our  church  represents, 
how  grand  its  stone  work  or  its  windows,  but  whether, 
despite  all  the  frailties  of  the  flesh,  God  is  being 
worshipped  in  spirit  and  in  truth. 

To  operate  in  good  faith,  during  the  Lenten  sea- 
son and  thereafter,  we  must  move  beyond  the  need  to 
have  all  of  our  ideas,  ethnic  biases,  and  economic 
privileges  constantly  sanctified  and  affirmed.   The 
church  does  not  exist  for  the  tranquilization  of  its 
people.   Protestantism  in  particular  is  crowded  with 
people  who  are  on  a  peace  trip.   They  want  a  church 
that  deals  in  a  special  kind  of  language  about  a  spe- 
cial kind  of  world,  but  not  the  world  outside. 
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The  other  day  a  radio  advertisement  urged  sub- 
scription to  a  periodical  that  would  keep  us  posted 
on  what  was  going  on  in  "the  Christian  world."  There 
is  no  Christian  world  I  I   That  is  a  totally  misleading 
statement .   There  is  but  one  world  to  which  we  all  make 
responses.   Some  of  us  make  Christian  responses  and 
some  of  us  do  not .   We  are  all  in  the  same  world  of  po- 
litical corruption  and  inflation,  of  gasoline  shortages 
and  crime,  of  human  need  and  deprivation.   There  is  no 
other  world  to  which  a  church  can  transport  us .   To 
expect  that  there  is,  is  to  play  games  with  God. 

The  churches  that  deal  in  tranquilization  soon  be- 
come boring.   I  found  myself  the  other  day  in  what  was 
called  a  limousine.   It  was  a  midget  car.   Going  out 
to  the  airport  there  were  five  of  us  in  it .   My  knees 
were  brushing  up  against  my  chin  in  the  right  front 
seat .   All  the  same  I  was  better  off  than  the  three 
tall  heavy-set  men  wedged  into  the  back  seat .  I  turned 
toward  the  rear  as  best  I  could  and  attempted  to  give 
some  sympathy  to  the  guy  in  the  middle  who  was  strad- 
dling the  drive  shaft.   His  response:  "Thank  God  we're 
only  going  a  few  miles.   I  rode  two  hundred  miles  like 
this  the  other  day  and  it  sure  got  old  quick. "  It  gets 
old  very  quick  when  the  church  deals  in  irrelevant 
platitudes  about  some  dream  world  far  away.  Isn't  there 
some  peace  to  the  religion  of  Jesus  Christ?  Yes.   But 
it's  not  the  peace  of  the  escapist.   Christian  peace 
is  "not  needing  to  know  what  will  happen  next"  because 
of  a  trust  in  God. 

How  do  you  know  whether  you  are  open  to  truth? 
How  do  you  know  whether  you  are  operating  in  good  faith? 
You  can  be  sure  that  you  have  a  live  connection  with 
truth  when  you  find  yourself  frequently  shocked,  shaken 
and  confronted! 

The  church  of  your  choice  can  easily  become  the 
church  of  your  making.  And  that ,  my  friends ,  is  the  tra- 
gedy of  the  White  House  church.   It  would  be  tragic  if 
a  Democrat  were  in  just  as  it  is  with  a  Republican  in. 
When  you  choose  your  own  congregation,  your  own  preach- 
er, screen  the  sermon  in  advance,  and  choose  your  choir, 
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and  serve  as  the  M.C.  of  your  own  gathered  religious 
exercise,  this  is  the  church  of  your  choice  to  the  ul- 
timate degree!   What  you  have  on  your  hands  is  a  church 
of  your  own  making ,  a  regrettable  game  that  we  play 
with  God,  feigning  an  openness  to  truth  that  we  have 
already  taken  under  our  control. 


"We  piped  to  you  and  you  did  not  dance;  we  wailed 
and  you  did  not  mourn."   Games.   Games  do  not  belong 
in  the  market  place.   "When  I  was  a  child,  I  spoke  like 
a  child,  I  thought  like  a  child,  I  reasoned  like  a 
child.   But  when  I  became  grown-up,  I  gave  up  childish 
ways.   (I  Cor.  13:11) 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

0  Thou  who  dost  behold  the  heart 
and  probe  the  intentions, 
deliver  us  from  insincerity 
and  half-heartedness 
in  our  response  to  truth. 

Help  us  to   love  our  systems   less 
that  we  may   love  Thee  more. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.     Amen. 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Buttrick,  George  A.,  The  Parables  of  Jesus, 
p.  53,  Harper  S  Brothers,  New  York,  1928 

2.  H.D.A.  Major,  T.W.  Manson,  and  C.J.  Wright, 
The  Mission  and  Message  of  Jesus,  p.  363, 
E.P.  Dutton  and  Company,  Inc.,  New  York,  1938 


A  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately  40  in 
number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check  for 
$7.00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,  to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.  10027 


74/7 


